Brazen Idols by Pinkham, Todd Alan
Rochester Institute of Technology
RIT Scholar Works
Theses Thesis/Dissertation Collections
4-22-1993
Brazen Idols
Todd Alan Pinkham
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.rit.edu/theses
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Thesis/Dissertation Collections at RIT Scholar Works. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Theses by an authorized administrator of RIT Scholar Works. For more information, please contact ritscholarworks@rit.edu.
Recommended Citation
Pinkham, Todd Alan, "Brazen Idols" (1993). Thesis. Rochester Institute of Technology. Accessed from
ROCHESTER INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY
A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of
The College of Fine and Applied Arts
in Candidacy for the degree of
MASTERS OF FINE ARTS
BRAZEN IDOLS
BY
Todd Alan Pinkham
April 22, 1993
Approvals
Adviser:~7~~Wi~iams/
Date: il~q0
L 7
Associate Adviser: Pamela Blum
Date:
~:~~~iate ALO~f9~uvon Sheppard
~ 7
Special AssisJan~ to the Dean for Graduate Affairs:
Date: 10 /Cf(tj«
. /
Dean, College of Fine and Applied Arts:
Date:
I, T6dd Alan-Pihkham prefer to be contacted each time a request for
production is made. I can be reached at the following address:
RD 3 Box 18
Somerset, PA 15501
Date:

This work is dedicated to the artists and the professors of the
Downtown painting studio who taught me how to paint, to question,
to ask, to be unsure, to know too much, to be wrong, to value too
little, and then to reclaim all that is worth, to laugh, to love,
to remember.
We were students, teachers, artists, and friends. The work we
did and all that went into such acts of creation was honest and
hard won, something to be fondly looked back upon, and recounted
with pride.
I thank each and everyone of you for your unique gifts and
thoughts but mostly for your companionship and existence.
Looking back, I see this great gift and I know truly that this
was the education that we have received.
We were given a
'
time to paint .
Studios in which we could share.
Walls on which we could hang our creations.
But each other to learn from.
Thank-you .
This thesis also could not have come about without the patience
and the support of my wife.
Thank you for waiting for me from afar, always believing, and
listening.
I may be the one seeped and dripping paint but you always show me
how to see and feel .
Thank you Julie, the muse I had the pleasure to marry
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And I hold the idol up high
Above the easily led
Show it to the sky
As sure as man bleeds red and is made of dust
That seeks gold because it glitters
Pleasure because it won't last
And can be had at any price
Raise high the emblems of worldly vice
And laugh
This is man's highest endeavours
Spires to what he doesn't know
Man comes with torches
Amongst the bright moon's glow
I*s
.;!
al
i\w
WMWiWr!
HP
., jrfr>tf*ii.-4
Foreword
Any individual who possesses a talent is touched or even
scarred with the terrible knowledge that his talent was given him
by a higher hand. It is with this almost unbearable knowledge
that the talented individual goes out to seek fulfillment of his
gift. He does this for himself more than for the higher being he
believes has created him. He is motivated more by the fear of
failing, than the earthly vanity of having a special gift, a
little something more than his fellow man. He is disillusioned in
his abilities. He feels chosen and almost invincible. He has to
succeed. He was entrusted with such a talent and surely cannot
fail.
Such is the fallacy of the gifted, that they are more than
everyday man. This is what damns them, they are given the faith
to walk out into the barren desert that is the world and claim
their divinity. But it is the blind faith of fools and false
messiahs. They thrive on these hardships like they are the very
apples of an arid eden. Alone in the desert, their vision becomes
too focused and narrow. They don't take comfort in the coolness
of shared water, but strive for the promise of the lone mirage.
The burdened individual doesn't see this gift as an enrichment in
his life. He views it as a further trial to be raised as a cross
and beared in an unkind and heretical world. Only the promise of
salvation, an end to the constant striving for meaning, dangling
before his narrowed eyes can give him inner strength.
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This isolation twists the hermit even further from the true form
of common man. He sees his existence only in terms of white and
black. This is the desert itself, just sky and sand and this
simplicity appeals to him.
He loses sight of his own humanity. He must be different
from them, if not, why the talent? He must be chosen for
something higher and more important. This begins the self-imposed
isolation and the self-determined striving for greatness. This
is how I began.
For the observer, that is mere mortal man, it's all so clear
even if it seems like needless self-imposed torture as cruel and
uncomfortable as any flagellation or hairshirt. The artist seeks
the purity of the desert. Only what he considers pure and in line
with his own esoteric aesthetic can appease his soul. In the
desert, survival only includes the one who must survive.
Everything else is tainted and imperfect. Excess weight in the
desert means death to the burdened man.
It is the same for a painter. Any deviance from a time-
honored ritual such as traditional oil painting is a blasphemy
out in the artistic desert. Any compromise such as the lowering
of the artistic act to mere uninspired product for base commerce
is the disfiguration of a true god. For the artist views his
talent as a glimpse of his god. It is a short and fleeting feel
for the act of creation.
First comes this reverence, then comes respect and then finally,
an intolerance for those who blasphemy against art. These truths
are valid to him:
* Art is his religion for it was a talent given to him and
bestowed by his god.
* It is a service to his god that the artist performs when he
creates .
Is the artist right in these assumptions? Or does it even
matter? Leaps of faith become real to the believer even at the
risk of reality. Many martyrs of earlier, less popular religions
have gone to the grave believing in their faith. And I guess in
the end, this is all that matters.
m'I
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SACRILEGE
This begins my documentation of both my own faith and deeds.
It is a covenant made to myself. Some will call it a thesis, but
to my sunbaked and heat-parched mind, it is a religious doctrine.
For I am one of the aforementioned disillusioned artists alone in
his barren desert. The following blasphemous words and
sacrilegious ideas are heresy against my fellow brother artists
as I see it. In the art world there is no tolerance for the inept
passionate or the weak of will opportunist. Those having second
thoughts about the act of creation or who are plagued with the
indecision of the enamored are sought out and destroyed. I am
not proud of this and I feel that this is only a sign of my own
inherent weakness as an artist un-like my brothers of the true
faith. So I can no longer consider myself one of them. And in
being different I will be hated.
I believe we all belong to one great deceit; we worship
ourselves instead of our designated gods. Even when the gods are
ourselves, we still vie with one another for supreme sovereignty.
We make our god in our own image and do so in order to benefit
from the worship of others. It is the mere shadow of acclaim the
mere shimmering in the air of hollow compliments that we place on
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our own high altars far above other men. We constantly battle
over the glossy fields of magazines for monthly supremacy in the
art journals. Our egos are what will live forever, not our damned
souls. We are damned in that we are hollow beings. We exist as
mere printed type and bad reproductions in the annals of history,
but we are vain enough to want this. We want to make our mark and
be remembered.
Our church, that of the art world, is a worldly institution
and was created by the means of man. Because of man's imperfect
nature and his ego, greed and avarice, this institution is not
sound. It is only a mimicry of what it professes to be. Instead
of a fellowship devoted to a shared and created beauty, or the
goal of developing beauty in all aspects of life, the art world
is a mere idol that man can move with levers and switches behind
a trap door. All the ignorant savages outside see its miraculous
smoke and bow down before the brazen idol in fear and reverence.
Artists need only make the right connections among the
brotherhood and their lives are assured. Just like the pagan
priests in other religions who grow fat on their
parishioners'
offerings "to the gods."
Our church's vaulted ceiling is painted blue with the
occasional wisp of clouds by day. By night we huddle under the
dome's countless pinholes of light. But all of this is a mere
construct as shown by any theater set. Under the production of
religion that is created to entertain and appease the restless
masses, the real actors strut across the
stage.
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The not so austere monks strive in their discipline of
rudimentary tasks that comprise the religion's doctrine of life.
These brothers keep the faith alive by reciting their roster of
the previous ranks of the esteemed and great works of art they
brought to the world. Ingres, Manet, Monet, Matisse, Picasso...
There framed canvases lie stacked face-down against the walls of
art history. The teachings of death, or the next great step in
our order, after our illustrious lives as artists, is kept from
us. It is known only that the price of our work escalates and
that only then are we truly famous.
Now my crime: I am different because I fear for my mortal
soul. I disbelieve my fellow's doctrine of maintaining this
theistic facade and seek truth in both myself and in my art, for
I am a painter in my earthly vocation. I know that the art
history, the notation of our faith, has been set down to me to
believe and serve as the basis of my faith, but I doubt its
validity and see only the control over me by the institution that
has written it. Only I will soon be found out. I express my
uncertainty of the truth of art, in the system known
unspecif ically as "the art world," in my paintings for I am
unable to rid my subconscious of these doubts. These ideas made
concrete in the pigments and physicality of paint are the
evidence that I am unable to wash from my hands. Painting is how
I betray myself to my fellows.
I see some recognition in their eyes of what I have done.
These well-drilled and force-fed disciples of the art world
7
shrink back and try to deny their own suspicions that I could be
right. They feign surprise at my images, yet I know full well
that they recognize these ghosts of my conscious as having some
mortal weight. The silent and concealed recognition is how I know
that I am not stricken with a madness; they recognize my own
demons . These beasts bear our own faces .
I must write what I have found out against my master's
teachings so if I am lost, others can benefit from the truth. I
am being nullified even as I write this by agents of the artworld
sect. They haven't attacked me physically, yet I know they are
there and just biding their time. I am troubled for I feel that I
have been allowed to escape. I know that I am being watched in my
business transactions. I can't go far, for what little reserves
of cash I have are being slowly but surely diminished. I haven't
been able to acquire a job other than a mundane one, yet I still
haven't been able to pick up a brush and paint. There seems to be
no escape, so I'm just posing as a common person in the scarce
cover of this "real world."
I see the metaphysical as only an art term, and an imperfect
one at that. It is used by us frail aesthetes who labor for a
thin piece of paper embellished by gold lettering. This degree is
only a symbol and one that is as hollow as our civilization
itself. It is a mere proper formality and is used to silence
students just before they acguire the clear right and individual
thought to see through this sham. This is a world in which man no
longer has the luxury to dream or conjecture. Such independent
8
thought is far too dangerous. He instead must worry about other
people vying for his job, his office or his foreign luxury sedan.
Too often we can't afford to ask questions. Many people think
imagination and awe for the world around us shouldn't exist and
that those qualities don't serve a purpose in their corporate
structures. No corporations possess the rights for these
frivolous activities-activities which can't be bought or sold-so
they don't even exist, have no value.
Religions have embraced one god in a price cutting
mentality, but the sheer number of religions, and more
importantly, the people adhering to their narrow, intolerant
creeds still enable hate to thrive. At least advertising which
has its eyes on replacing religion offers us more appealing
choices. Fast food chains limit us to only four mealtime
selections but add variety by having a different superstar
personality make a few adjustments each month. The television
networks control our home lives in the same way while allowing
more independent station to fill the remaining two hundred
stations with paid-for programming advertisements.
All of this corporate level interceding is just robbing us
of our decisions and infringes more and more on us; invading our
homes and ordering our lives to fit cost-cutting measures. Such
control hasn't been seen since the Church imposed the archaic
systems of medieval society. A new technological dark-age is
falling upon man. Where we once had only the grave choices of
believing or blaspheming, we now are held immobile by a million
9
senseless choices which only sway our minds away from the
important issues. We now need to worry is we are too fat, too
bald or just plain too stressed to even compete in everyday life.
The men, and even the few token women who do this, hide
behind skyscrapers that become fortresses, cold stone replaced by
equally impenetrable plate glass and doormen. They don't even
have to venture from this safety, for advertising spreads the
doctrine of unattainable beautiful gods and goddesses. Magazines
and billboards, television ads and shopping malls, they all take
the place of prophets. Penance and good deeds no longer work to
save the soul, but you can fool even the most discriminating god
with body creams and breast implants.
All of this makes us less and less human. Humans need their
individuality filled with unique and powerful natural sensations
and all the dreams to strive for. When they are grouped together
by the many-headed hydras of the corporation, this essential
essence is overlooked. I only want to be free from this closed
system that calls itself "civilized." I yearn to act on instinct
and to feel the world around me as it truly is, not hidden or
disguised in the name of being "more comfortable."
10
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FALSE PROPHETS
...This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face
is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of
events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling
wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet.
The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make
whole what was smashed, but a storm is blowing from
paradise, it has got caught in his wings with such violence
that the angel can no longer close them. This storm
irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back
is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows
skyward. This storm is what we call progress.
-Gert Scheff
describing a Paul Klee Painting entitled
Anqelous Novus in the article, Klee's
Array of Angels,Art Forum, May. 1987.
This passage seemed significant to me in that the
personification of the angel of history is also the angel of art
history. His face is also turned toward the past, toward one
great rupture which has never been healed; the ascension od art
into a brazen godhead. Man feigns creation by painting and in so
doing, feels the false power of such an act. His extolled work
bears the taint of falsehood. A paintingis only a copy of a
perceived reality and that reality has been colored by all of the
experiences of the artist. The artist is like an infant in that
he is taught how to deal with the world through his senses, and
as he grows through his intellect and emotions. Society had
better consider the junk food diet which it feeds its hungry and
deprived citizens and the artist is only the more eloguent of
them.
Just as Adam ate of the forbidden fruit, the artist feasts
on the still life and thinks himself strong, strong enough to be
12
a god. Or at least strong enough to make his (the artist's)
presence known to "lesser" mortals through his divine talents. So
he preaches the holy words of aesthetics to lesser acolytes of
the faith and demands their adoration and praise. These words are
written in the holy pages of the art magazines and become law
within the discipline. Thus art criticism is venerated and
becomes a religion with a doctrine shaped by less than holy
critics. The critic is only human and in so being is faulted by
worldly desires. So just as the coffers of the church are filled
to overflowing by the wealthy in hopes of buying their salvation,
so is the art world's trove filled with shining offerings to buy
the critic or historian.
A high priest's favor brings certain sainthood to museums'
martyrs. Museum artists are martyrs in that the slimmest halo of
truth in their expression is usually homogenized into predictable
patterns defined by the aesthetics of the popular god of the day.
Andy Warhol wasn't a man, just an excuse to sell wallpaper. The
Museum Artist's fate is far preferable to that of the artists who
fall from favor. The latter is excommunicated, which means no
exposure or coverage. SILENCE EQUALS DEATH. Ask Peter Max if
selling his designs for use as neckties was his highest
ambition.
I am not exaggerating
arts' meteoric rise to the glossy
pages of immortality and the power the public domain brings.
History can be re-written. I stand as witness to the escalating
art market of the 1980 's, in which Van Goghs were transplanted
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like sunflowers. The same harsh economic wind that scattered
these flowers, blew right in our face. Art was being cast into
the desert while new false gods took its place. It could be
bought, sold and then stored in airtight vaults, forgotten. I saw
in writing throughout the art magazines the unsettling words
"Painting is Dead" and I wept.
The time that I painted in college was known to me as the
post-modern era. Many styles came and went during this time.
Neoisms begot primitivisms as artists had no common ground and
were left to fend for themselves, for the art market's collapse
and conservative times left all scared and scattered. Pluralism
became the rallying point for artists who were scattered
"underground" in these lean time. The arenas that were the art
galleries and the museums were resurrected for public spectacle
as artists were being daily thrown to the critics. Just as early
Christians were seeking refuge in the subterranean catacombs and
were hiding alongside their dead ancestors, so were these new
blasphemers trying to connect their art to passed dead art
movements in order to preach their own new ideas. A new religion
or art had to hide itself behind an older, more recognizable form
to gain public acceptance if it was ever to live and propagate.
Frank Stella'sold master's pose is mere affectation. Yet in all
of his treatise written after the fact, the feel of carved in
stone dogma is comforting at least as much as early Rennaissance
artist's idle time spillings of perspective.
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Piles of paper do breed security in today's "don't bother
reading-it looks important enough times."
Not having the out of the box prestige of the "artist"
title, I became a gladiator myself, armed only with the truth for
I was untried but filled with a spiritual zeal. I embraced this
new era with a knife in my hand. Art became my weapon. I saw it
as an instrument of social change. Art could reflect the views
and values of the time in which it was produced. Even its
physicallity, the quality of its materials, the amount of time
spent on its production- all is linked with its epoch. By
showing the true art of the times one can show the failings of
the time. By exploiting these failings one can cause the viewer
to be more aware of them. And if these failings so offends the
viewer than the viewer will be moved to try and change these
unfavorable circumstances. My art is based on social criticism
but I only act as a mirror and try not to show these failings in
a good or bad light, only that they exist.
I tolerated each ism with its inherent strengths and
weaknesses. A new art based on a different view of perception or
philosophy adds a forward motion to the history of art and can
inspire and produce artists but is an infinite thing and does
nothing for the breadth of art history if one views the timeline
not as linear but as an expanding form. Art trends are just
that, movements that come into vogue, are assimilated into public
culture and then are used to generalize and date a time in
history. The true value of these trends which are always the
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real reason the movement comes into being, is expression. Once
an artist has a need to express his natural talent provides an
outlet as well as the mechanical means of expression in the hand
that guides the choice of tool and medium used and this is where
we get the style of a movement. So if we look at the various
styles as tools of expression and if we use them in their
intended context then we are using movements in a very post
modern and effective way. Post-modern man learns from his past.
Post-modern man is also modern in the sense that the other
previous movements have happened. Post-modern man has such a
wide arsenal of styles on which to build post-modern art. It is
a Post-modern act to borrow from these styles and to guote and
mix them freely. Only a non-post-modern sees history as being
dead and the various movements as finite. I saw that mixed
marriages were the only salvation from the trendy confusion of so
many scattered styles and for art's frail ties to a royalty of
older established movements.
Without this new line of thinking, painting had run its
course which ended in an unfulfilling purity represented by mere
raw canvas hung on sterile walls and even several pre-
deconstructionist artists turning away from painting itself.
Artists such as Joseph Buoy's mixed media installations and Hans
Haake's ironic installations. The in-bred inflictions of weak-
blooded royalty had finally set in. Painting could no longer rely
on its traditions. The world no longer believed in the divine
right of kings. Museums had become silent crypts for all but the
16
Post-Modern.
To save painting, I tried to bring painting down from
trophy-bound walls. I wanted the viewer to participate even more
so than in sculpture. If painting was taken down from its nail-
driven cross, then it could be more easily confronted. Art has no
vengeful god staring down from the clouds, only mortal artists to
back its cause. A painting must face its disbelievers. Art as
martyr had past. Painting had died and must return in a new form
for its own salvation. I brought it out from the desert.
17
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SYMBOLIC CONNOTATIONS
I started writing this diary at Judd's suggestion. I want to
record the thooughts and feelings that motivate my life and
work. The poems started once I arrived back. Their
connection with primal urges and nature's fundamental
mechanisms became apparent. Sex and food are the links that
span generations, spawn power, and power and sex are so
closely mixed as to become inseparable. Sex has become a
form of sustenance. The act was a physical need, but one
that has been exploited in that one sex harnesses the other
and at the other's expense uses the sex for gain. Advertising
is only but one example. Tables become strong images and
meeting places for these acts. The power hierarchy of the
table, who sits at the head gives evidence of a strong
societal control as well as a cultural one. Cultural hierarchy
can be illustrated by such forms of etiguette as the proper
fork to use or who can sit at the table. And in advertising,
as well as other manipulative businesses, a desk, another
derivative of a table is a symbol of power and who sits on
either side establishes the balance of power.
-Todd Pinkham
Diary Entry 1/93
This early entry manifests itself in the final form of the
thesis projects which retains these symbolic connotations. The
table is central to the project as the altar is the is the table of
the church. The table becomes a podium for the much less tangible
offerings of devotion. The altar is the table that sets the
distribution of power between mortal man and his god. The table
sits at the front of the installation as well. This arrangement is
set with spikes as well as with silverware. This arrangement
recalls the last supper even as a nearby reveler makes a toast that
seems to tempt a parched and broken Christ with wine, or if the
toast be true, his own blood.
The whole idea of installation as table is only partly in its
entirety. I am concerned with the power hierarchy of this implied
relationship, that of man to his god. The setting is that of a
19
church, wherein the altar in the center is set. I am using the
established entity of the church as a metaphor for society and even
of man. For it is the creation of the church which man has
endeavored as his highest achievement, it is to house his highest
ideals and aspirations, that is his god.
In my need to depict a cosmology, I merged traditional
Christian religious symbolism about the human condition with images
from our particular time. Gladiatorial spectacle mixes with holy
day celebration; the blurring of theater and life. The heavy
conscience after having sinned, along with a begging for
forgiveness charge the piece with potent imagery which the viewer
recognizes.
The installation asks us many questions. Is life really like
the portrayals in the glossy magazines? Do the tabloids distort our
dreams and desires? Is the perfect ideal an obscene beauty? Do we
have the right to want these brazen images? For us to live like
them, what prices do we have to pay? Is the desiring of these
hollow things a religious act of belief in itself?
In the twilight moment when ideals meet reality, when our
yearnings become confused with what we really encounter everyday,
we find religion, and with it we find advertising. Both use
multiple language modes for reinforcement: verbal, visual, sound,
gesture, written. Both educate in order to sell, Both appeal to
everyday man, make him incredible promises, inspire him with
stories. Perhaps advertising in establishing belief, replaces
religion for it is far more effective. The images of the magazines
20
are glossy, many yet two-dimensional and paper-thin, yet we seem
to desire this reality more. Unlike life, the images are more
dramatic, perfect without long-term suffering, if any. The church,
despite its gilded altars still speaks of self-sacrifice. Its
images of worn holy men and immaculate virgins seem far too
difficult for the present times. Indiscriminate and rich, beautiful
people have more fun on this earthly place than staunch Christian
devotees .
21
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PROVERBS
The exacts of life have no beginning or end.
Piet Mondrian, "Plastic Art and
Pure Plastic Art", 1937 as in
Herschel B. Chipp Theories of
Modern Art
It is with this quotation in mind that I will attempt to expound
upon some thoughts taken from previous artists and philosophers
that have struck some chord of meaning inside myself during thesis
research. While being seemingly contradictory, they have their
place of reconciliation.
I gather from art history what I find valid and what
challenges or reinforces my own art. By careful study of what has
come before my own work, I find my own venue and make my own
contributions. For myself, creative progress is found not down
unknown streets of foreign design but at my own feet in the common
stones of familiarity; the ones kicked about by the very steps of
artists who came before.
Piet Mondrian wrote from his own vantage point in art history,
a time when paintings were mere assemblages of allegorical splendor
the search for a content which is collectively understandable is
2
false; the content will always be individual."
P. Mondrian, 1937. Plastic Art and Pure Plastic Art. In
Theories of Modern Art, ed. H. B. Chipp, 350. L.A. : University of
California Press.
2
Ibid., 351. 23
3
Religion, too has been debased by that search" Mondrian
said this and looked to himself for his own spare art just as he
sought his one pure god. The analogy of Mondrian 's, in which art
like a religious belief must be found in oneself and followed by
one's own conviction. I believe that only the artist must be true
to himself before his art is true. If he is honest and forthright
in this, then this value will come through most powerfully in the
work by its every sure and crafted moment. Then others can place
value on this work by this criteria alone.
Mondrian also voices this caution:
"Art is not made for anybody and is, at the same time, for
everybody. It is a mistake to try to go too fast. The
complexity of art is due to the fact that different degrees of
its evolution are present at one and the same time. The
present carries with it the past and the future; we need only
take our place in the development of human culture, a
development that has made non-figurative art supreme. It has
always been one struggles of only one real art to create
universal beauty. This points the way for both present and
future. We need only to continue and develop what always
exists. The essential thing is that the fixed laws of the
plastic arts must be realized. These have been shown
themselves clearly in non-figurative
art." 4
Mondrian was breaking from the figurative tradition when the
rebellion of non-figurative art was developing. I live in a
different era. I had never ventured far from the figure, but I
3
P. Mondrian, 1937. Plastic Art and Pure Plastic Art ed.
in Theroies of Modern Art, ed. H.B. Chipp, 351. L.A. : University
of California Press.
4
Ibid., 352. 24
felt the need to do so, if only to experience the process of
abstraction. I couldn't deny the influence of abstract
expressionism. What I found in it was an essence that I can only
describe as a visual force that holds my interest. I saw my own
art in its barest form. This simplification felt cleaner, less
cumbersome than the same image with all the trappings and little
details of the whole human body.
I worked with non-figurative abstraction on metal plates
that had already been used for printing. Onto the existing
imagery, I smashed bottles of enamel nail polish in the colors of
red and fuschia along with the broken glass from this action. I
stirred this mixture with a stick. The images that emerged
suggested the stains of the stigmata or of a silenced martyr.
Despite such dabbling in abstract expressionism, I felt the
need to go back to figurative painting. The figure should not be
entirely banished in the fickle name of supposed progress. I
needed to find less of a compromise and more of an individual
solution to figurative painting in this era; to concentrate more
on the figure and less on superfluous matters. This is what I had
learned from my respite in abstract expressionism. At this time I
had started looking into Byzantine art; figurative art that was
abstracted but not totally. It was then I first saw figures set
alone in gold backgrounds. Its religious intent as well as clean,
abstracted form appealed to me.
So I simplified form and eliminated my usual background of
lavishly painted gardens or theater sets. I painted solid fields
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of gold spray paint and this visual effect led me to an
important discovery. As with Alex Katz's work, whose
simplification of the figure and background remove the viewer
psychologically from the subjects, this approach amplified the
feeling of the painting. By isolating the figure the
distractions are limited, thus the facial features and the
emotions of expression inherent within them become more
pronounced. Ann Beattie in her book
Alex Katz explains this phenomena; "because his imagery is
recognizable (easily read), we feel instantly comfortable or
uncomfortable-convinced or skeptical . " 5
The images I paint are recognizable, but the images have
been displaced. In Brazen Idols, the setting in a church made of
separate objects, yet the church setting has been displaced into
a gallery. This news location gives the displaced church a new
meaning parallel to the substitution of advertising images for
those of saints. The confusion of meaning and form inherent in
the piece seems to be the hallmark of deconstruction. Such is
true as in works such as the paintings of David Salle, in which
appropriated imagery builds up image after image that leaves us
with a riddle of displaced but seemingly cryptic meaning. I am
skeptical of any label or movement in these postmodern times. I
5
A. Beattie, Alex Katz (New York: Bantam, 1989), p. 53
26
can't even imagine the validity of either term for I am living
only within my own time perios and must work through all the
emulative mannerisms to come to my own unique conclusions. My
style is a mere conglomerate of other style. I agree with Jacques
Derrida on his comment:
As for painting, any discourse on it, beside it or
above, always strikes me as silly, both didactic and
incantatatory, programmed, worked by compulsion of
mastery, be it poetical or philosophical, always, and
the more so when it is pertinent, in the position of
chitchat, unegual and unproductive in the sight of
what, at a stroke (d'un tait) , does without or goes
beyond this language, remaining heterogeneous to it or
denying any overview.6
I also respect the comment of Geoff Bennington:
It is quite possible that most Deconstructive painting
should (have) happen (ed) in ignorance of Derrida 's
work, though knowledge of Derrida 's work might help us
talk about that painting and others."7
My familiarity with Deconstructionist dogma does come from
Derrida. Some of my favorite art works, such as Igor
Kopystiansk's interiors color this perception because his
6
J. Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Art & Design: The
New Modernism vol. 8 (London: Academy Group Ltd., 1988), 24.
7 ...
G. Bennington, Deconstructionisra is Not What you
Think, Art & Design: The New Modernism vol.8 (London: Academy
Group Ltd., 1988), 7.
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incessant borrowing of period art and images shows his
deconstructionivist comtempt and disregard for tradition. But for
my own definition of Deconstructionist works, I prefer John
Griffith's "Decontruction Deconstructed" in Art & Design: The New
Modernism. He explains:
Deconstructionist works are disconcerting,
iconoclastic, irreverent, subversive of complacency,
eclectic, pretend an interest in the ruling order, face
several ways, are streetwise, apolitically political,
trust no one, nothing, not even themselves, declare all
multinational efforts criminal while decrying the
solipsistic individual, use only to explode it the
imagery of the electronic and previous technological
decades. 8
This is the spirit I subscribe to. These are the ends I
seek. My perceptions and views reflect my age. It is both a
rejection and a refinement of both Keidegger and
Levi-Strauss'
9
systems of philosophical thought. Where the one looks inward and
the other strives for more, the dichotomy enhances the best and
worst of both systems. Whether by preset conventions or the
unconcious that belongs solely to the psyche, it is a
self-
conscious and analytical age that has created the video monitor
that now turns on itself to try to fathom its own existence.
o
J. Griffith, Deconstruction Deconstructed, Art &
Design: The New Modernism vol.8 (London: Academy Group
Ltd., 1988), p. 18.
9
Ibid., 12.
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The viewer of Brazen Idols is first greeted by a pair of
golden shoes. Upon closer examination, one finds them well-worn
and sprayed with metallic gold. Although for an adult, these
shoes resemble bronzed baby shoes and seem to commemorate all of
life's journeys instead of a single momentous birth. The shoes
have been placed on a runner of blood-red carpeting fringed and
taped down by reflective duct tape, the significance of that
lying in its institutional use and mechanical overtones.
Two obelisk-like shapes flank the carpet. They are
structures made from the open frames of eight-foot ladders.
Floor-mounted table-like forms are placed, one each, in front of
these structures. As the viewer faces the altar, the structure on
the left is black and bare save for a golden bank in the shape of
a smiling pig. It too is sprayed a brazen gold and filled with
small coins. Across from this structure, the other table is set
for dinner for one, complete with a red and white checkered
tablecloth.
Above these tables, the obelisks stand like sentinels. The
one on the left opens more freely in space and seems to belong
more to the realm of air. And so it should, for it depicts the
priestly vocation of tennis. A pope-like figure enraptured by
divine ecstacy stands beneath a glowing racguet. The two merge
into a single image of priestly devotion to sport held with the
reverence of religion.
The ladder's steps leading up toward heaven compose the
right side of the image. A numeral 3, like an elevator's dimly
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lit floor indicator, suggests that we are merely in transit on
our ascension. The left side of the obelisk provides us with
glimpses of those we may find when we reach our destination. An
angel cries out in a silenced voice for he is a martyr. The blade
has already severed his head from his winged body. The blood
stains our perceptions of a pristine white messenger from God. We
tend to forget the blood offered in the service of the church and
in his name.
The right obelisk is more pyramidal, it stands as a tomb. ON
it, Jesus is depicted as an expressive face crowned in light but
bathed in human pain. The figure that taunts this mortal god-head
is man in all his folly with a brazen red suit and tie, a
corporate figure, one that raises a toast to all worldly vices.
The figure on the right side, directly across from the
martyred angel looks toward heaven and laughs. He wears a robe,
not the simple robe of a priest, but a paisley robe from
Christian Dior.
Above both these figures is a swooping angel. She is more
our idea of an angel for she is presented as beautiful. As such,
she is be jeweled in glittering gold. She wears a dangling gold
necklace and holds a rosary in her hand. Her rosaryy, angled
upwards, almost suggests an obscene gesture.
The left-hand image on the obelisk is bare, showing only the
false facade of the frontal figure and a spiked chair. The back
of this piece acts as a confessional. It houses the chair in a
sanctuary-like space. This confessional beckons with a top hat
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and a tuxedo-clad showgirl, for the words spoken within such a
space must surely echo with human spectacle, "thou shall not"
inverted and sprayed as graffiti behind the spiked Sgflf- shows
irreverence towards the most final of the ten commandments.
The back of the right monolith displays equal irreverence,
but towards the son and mother of god. The virgin Mary is holding
the baby Jesus who is screaming. A red velveteen pillow with gold
painted buttons seems to silence him. Such blasphemy could only
come from a mortal mother. The virgin is not a prim and pious
figure, but a high-heeled dominatrix carrying a whip to keep the
young king in line. Her pubic triangle is studded with nails to
reinforce both her virginity and power, Serving as both a girdle
of strength and a chastity beltm these sharp protrusions evoke
human fear .
Beyond this implied portal, the carpet continues to a
central dias. An elevated table which seems to float holds votive
candles. In front and under the table, a silhouette of a woman,
almost Queen Nefertiti-like with her hair "up" and with dangling
earrings, stares at us. She is a model, a different godhead, like
Athena in the paganess. Around the other side an equally
fashionable young male model poses as if on a catwalk. On the
left side is what appears to be a martyr's blood stain, now
entombed as a holy relic. It is almost like the abstract
expressionistic school of painting in its reverence. An altar
seems like an appropriate place for such ideals of vanity.
Then the viewer comes before the altar, it is lower, so one
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kneels before it. It is filled with votive candles and strewn
with red roses. On the left box is a mosaic of a female
supermodel and on the right, the male counterpart with a red
power tie. Between the two figures, and on its base is another
female profile which depicts the divine god of beauty. Even Jeses
looks at her from the left-side box and is mesmerizes into a mere
puppet because this ideal beauty is what people really worship.
The tops of these boxes deal with relationships. The left
side box top is the familiar icon of the Madonna with her
swaddled child. On the right side box top, we have a man being
soothed by a woman. Religion can oftentime be comforting if its
secular power structure is ignored and acts by its devotees are
given unselfishly. These moments, while being the very spirit of
the worship, tend to be lost admidst most of the pomp and
grandeur. We hope that they don't go unnoticed when viewed from
above .
The other side of the altar deals with the evils of the
church. The devil as the opposite of man is on the reverse right
side of the box. A long procession of saints and martyrs are on
the reverse left side of the box. They look small in stature,
almost doll-like. These figures are opposite of the image of the
women on the box. Women have always been associated with control
of the home and the church is the spiritual home of man. There is
a great space between the two boxes and this vast divide is
filled by the goddess of beauty, this time upside down to the
viewer.
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The sides of the boxes are no less provacative to the
viewer. On the outside of the left box is a faux and crumbling
mosaic of Jesus being entombed. The outer side of the right box
shows only blackness, the emptiness that exists when they aren't
bathed in the golden glow of this instituition.
Above the entire work hangs the cross. Spanning eighteen
feet and anchored to the overhang above, it is inverted.
Everything about this crucifix is wrong. Jeses isn't hanging from
bloody nails pounded into human hands. He is jumping off the
cross in an act of free will. An apparent act of willful suicide.
In the intersection of the cross' arms, under man's ultimate
willful act, four contemporary figures act out a soap opera of
biblical proportions. The left-hand figure, a brown-haired woman
clutching a red robe to her naked breast seems ashamed. She could
be a modern-day Mary Magdalene with her questionable past. There
are two central figures, a brunette with short, cropped hair,
sparkling with gold jewelry and a wispy feather boa who seems to
be consorting with an egually well-dressed man. The right arm of
the cross depicts a blond in a red dress caught in a laugh, the
bottom figure in the cross is looking down and away. She is in a
glittering sheath of a party dress and seems self-absorbed and
forlorn. In the solid gold field behind here, a brooding male
figure seems to contemplate her.
Behind this gilded cross for all to see, bare wood, in its
basic crudeness, suggests the hollowness and stage prop quality
of the installation. The whole installation is a similar prop. It
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awaits an active congregation to fill its implied space. Without
one, its sense of emptiness reinforces a shallow and narcissistic
religion.
These pieces flank the carpeted walk which runs through the
center of the piece. Two separate structures off to either side,
flank the central components on the ground. From the second
floor, these pieces repeat the crucifiform shape above the altar.
The silver duct tape connects them to the carpeting, and its red
hue signifies more the blood of the parishioners than of the
martyred saints.
On the ground, the four-foot high form on the left resembles
a baptismal font. From the front of the installation, a woman
with her head bent back in ecstacy shows us her high-tech
implant. A computer chip and tape reel jut from her right eye
socket. Underneath this pretty but mechanized head, and
canted on the right corner, a pouting woman with her hair
bound up and gems afire bathes in the unnatural fluorescent blue
light of the club scene.
Continuing to the right, a glamorous sunglass-shrouded model
reclines in the sun while a business man strains at the end of a
business phone to negotiate a deal. Both figures are placed under
the images of a young girl next to a wrinkled hag. Continuing
around counter-clockwise, a thorn-crowned Jesus turns away from
us. He wears striped blue boxer shorts from Perry Ellis. Is he,
in the spirit of Pontius Pilate, washing his hands before his
imminent crucifixion in a a white tiled lavoratory? In this
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religion, appearance is godliness.
On the left side of the baptismal font, a model's features
are plastered with stucco. The walls of this church change daily,
new looks come in and go out of fashion. All around the tops of
these images a continuous band of latin symbols spread the
church's word.
On top of the font, a reclining model is bathed in gold and
silver paint. She has no face.
A'
broken radio covers her
features, Technology cares only for the tin two-dimensional
image, not about the real person who lives and breathes.
Technology can not be good or evil, like a weapon, it can
only harm when wielded with the intent to harm. But once used as
a weapon, it is sure and swift for it is only fulfilling its
pre-conceived purpose. Technology's only purpose it that of a
tool; it can be wielded for both good and bad, but it depends on
the wielder and that is man. Man has the inherent potential to
wield tools as weapons, it is in his nature.
The form left from center of the altar is shaped like an
open shrone. Arouind its gilded surfaces are places the cropped
images of models burned into printers' plates. The images are
both right-side up and flip-flopped to accomodate the countless
reams of paper which create a stream of fables that replaces the
bible's stories in the hands of the penitent. Around the front of
the shrine, a tattered image of the Virgin Mary and the bones of
some patron saint seem less significant when compared to this
highly sophisticated means of spreading the gospel of fashion and
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beautiful gods.
This is only one of my interpretations of the imagery in
Brazen Idols.. New interprestations keep springing to my mind. It
is these endless possibilities that provide the entertainment and
enjoyment inherent in this and other works of art. My work is
complicated. It provides us with new insights into ourselves and
the world, which is what I strive for in my work. When I respond
to my own work, I get this in return. This is how I know that I
am successful in my purpose. But is not just the artist left to
his own devices, but the audience around him that shares the
experience and provides material for the artist. Art is a human
endeavor and shared human experience is the material and subject.
So in closing:
It's not the art, but the friends who enjoy the art.
-Champagne toast made by the artist
after the opening and among friends.
Friday, March 19, 1993
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Yearnings and Questions Unasked
Who is god
What of power
When does milk finally sour
What is white if only reflected light
What is sin if only a place to begin
Countless wanderings
Endless thoughts
All our flowers
Stayed by pots
What is this air we drink
So colorless
So permeating
Yet we let it in to wander about
To fill our lungs
Whose thirst is never quenched
But sips like our heaving throat
And does this gas contain other irritants
To infuse in our breasts
To blacken our soul with lust and urges to
Unchanged since our lumberings in primordial swamps
and our couplings in slickest mud
What sighs we deliver
What quick gasps of air
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Prophesies Fulfilled
The day after but just begun
Same old idols, the false ones
Money and power
Sex and greed
Reasons milk turns sower
And martyrs bleed
Our temples rise higher
Man finally flies
The world has a buyer
And is negotiated with lies
We all believe
In god we trust
The statue's bronze still has the taint of green
But what once was metal
Has turned to paper
What once had weight
Just exchanges hands
Cruel gods always make
Just demands
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